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Prologue

Ramping up speed as we left north London behind. Burning along country roads on the sleek black Suzuki. He always drove fast, even in the estate car. He borrowed the cash for his new toy from work, paying it back out of his wages. He bought me all the gear: tight-fitting jacket, gloves, shiny black helmet.

‘You look the part,’ he said.

‘You’re a speed junky,’ I teased.

‘I don’t touch drugs. My vices are fast bikes and fierce women.’

‘Women?!’ Mock indignation.

‘Just you, and Suzi.’

‘You love that bike more than me!’

‘I love you, darlin’. More than you’ll ever know.’

My hair blowing out from under the motorbike helmet. It was getting long again and he wanted me to grow it. He liked it when I wore the things he bought me too: huge hoop earrings, long boots, dresses above the knee, designer sunglasses. He was generous.

A traditional working-class Italian boy.

We drove further into the countryside north of London and he knew all the roads. ‘From when I was working at the locksmith’s, darlin’. I did a lot of work in these posh houses.’

He pulled in beside a shady thicket, kicked down the bike stand. Turning to face me, he lifted his visor and gestured at me to raise mine. I fumbled, still clumsy, not used to my new uniform. He raised it for me, delicately, big hands gentler than they looked.

‘Shall we?’

Those eyes. He pulled me towards the darkness of the trees and started unzipping my leather jacket. We were moments from a busy road, but I didn’t care. I never cared; he could have led me over a cliff edge if he’d wanted to.
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Out of the Blue

July 2015

 

Hey D, it’s Den here. Hope you’re well? Can we talk? About Carlo? Sorry if this is a bit out of the blue . . .

 

The Facebook message pops up on my phone and reading it makes me feel sick. Something looming, a heaviness in my stomach. Dizzy. Clammy. Eyes blur. Tingling, in my fingers and my toes. A tiny bit of sick comes up. Shivering suddenly, I reach for my green fluffy cardigan, which I have only just removed. The basement is stiflingly hot, as usual. The anxiety group had forgotten to turn off the heating.

I am about to facilitate my weekly mental health support group, a particularly high-octane gang of rebels and outsiders. I always stipulate that I have the final say on referrals to my programme, so make a point of accepting people with seeming complexity, often rejected or failed by other services. I have two unbendable rules – no active suicidality and no recent bereavements. It’s unsafe to work with certain risk factors in a community-group setting, although I have worked with those clients many times in the past. I have undergone proper training and I have over twenty years of experience working in the field. Several of my current clients have borderline personality disorder (BPD), there are two with the mood disorder cyclothymia, three dual diagnoses, two with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and one adult with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), newly diagnosed.

It makes me edgy, reading tricky texts or emails before a session. It is all about creating the right psychological space so I can hold whatever big emotions or memories might arise in the session. I mentally kick myself. You must not read messages just before group! Repeat this mantra, you fool.

Too late. I now have precisely five minutes to restore myself and prepare the room for my session. It has been left in a heap by the group who were in earlier. They never wash up their mugs. There is a pile of squashed teabags left to fester, staining the sink rust-brown. And the bin is similarly stagnant, emitting a sweet and sickly scent, overflowing with used tissues, apple cores and banana skins.

Helplessly, my mind is pulled back to the message, and Dennis. He lives close to me now, a little further along the Kent coast, near Margate, in a cottage surrounded by flowers and plants. It’s a far cry from the lawless council estate in Hackney where I first met him in 2002. Carlo and I helped him move from there to a red-brick flat on the Peabody estate set back from the frenetic Old Kent Road. The three of us had shifted Den’s boxes of books and art materials up five flights of Victorian tenement stairs – the perils of inner-city living. Carlo had been the driver, of course, and he did most of the heavy lifting too. He was built like a bull.

Three years later, Dennis had reciprocated, helping when I moved from a friend’s sofa in Camberwell to a sublet at the top of Brixton Hill. There was no Carlo to do the hard graft that time, just Den, Tania and me. Barely a practical bone between us, and none of Carlo’s muscle. It was one of many moves during those restless London years and Mum still complains about the mess I’ve made of her address book, each of my temporary stops scratched out in frustrated blue ink.

Dennis lives with an artist now and it seems they are equally reclusive. We reconnected on Facebook via a mutual contact in Folkestone, where I had moved in 2012. Den and I had known each other well back in the London days and he’d had a bit of a soft spot for me – was always happy to whip me up a decent spaghetti puttanesca after helping with my umpteenth house move.

I catch myself drifting away into a strangely pleasant nostalgia, so I drag myself back to the here and now. I must focus on my group, so I go to punch out a hasty reply. It’s all about the tone, and I feel pressured to say the right thing. As I read his message again, my jaw tightens at the implication of his request. Try to unclench it. Words. Just type words. Keep it simple. Keep it flat. I close my eyes for a few seconds and push my energy down to my feet on the ground, willing it away from the anxious zone around my chest and belly. Focus. I open my eyes and come back to the boiling-hot room. I type efficiently:

 

Hi Den, good to hear from you. Yep, all good here! Busy as usual . . . work/ kids. In work now, but happy to talk after 8.30 p.m.? D xx

 

Kisses, so not a hostile response. Tone. Keeping it all perfectly casual. But I feel like someone has sucked all the energy from me and it’s only a few minutes until my clients are due to arrive. They are an unusually punctual group. I force myself to silence the phone and shove it deep into the front pocket of my rucksack; zip it up, put it away. Hide it.

‘Fuck off.’ My voice is a low, venomous whisper.

I glare at the bulging bag, warning it not to distract me for the entire two-hour session. I look up to the door opening and my first group member walking into the room. She’s early, which is revealing in itself.

‘Hi, Donna! How are you, my darling?’

‘Hiya, Jenny. Good, thanks, the kettle’s just on. How’s your week been?’

Jenny is a reliable group member. I can tell she is elated by the tone of her voice and when I turn from the sink to face her, I can see from her make-up, hair and clothes that we are in for a lively session. When Jenny is becoming unwell, she wears bright green eyeshadow and backcombs her silver hair to Amy Winehouse heights. She still looks fabulous though. Great cheekbones.

‘Not slept a wink, Donna. Work, work, work . . .! I’ve got a show coming up and I’m painting all through the night to get it finished. Eight canvases. Those bloody neighbours are off again, complaining about the noise, it’s been so stressful this week. They are so unreasonable. We can’t all work nine to five like a bunch of robots!’

Jenny plays loud music – stylistically varying from Dusty Springfield to N.W.A. – while she paints, regardless of the hour. She lives in a basement flat in one of the grand but faded Georgian terraces near the seafront. A young couple, down from London and about to have their first baby, have recently moved into the flat upstairs. The harbour area is regenerating at a furious pace and the DFLs are arriving en masse, accompanied by lorryloads of Apple Macs, Eames chairs, Formica tables and KitchenAid blenders. They are decent folk, and tolerant up to a point.

‘How did you get on with seeing Mick this week?’ Mick is Jenny’s community psychiatric nurse. He’s cute, Irish and plays in a band. He’s a good one, conscientious, unlike some I’ve come across.

‘Mick’s a complete bastard.’

I surmise from this that Mick has mentioned – gently – that Jenny’s mood is on the upswing again, a fact Jenny does not want to acknowledge. This segment of the cyclothymia cycle is great fun. Life is vibrant and the colours are bright, the music tunefully loud, and the paint jumps right onto the canvas with a rhythm all its own. If only the hand stayed put, right there. Unfortunately, it will swing further upwards, almost to the point of mania. Jenny will then spend money she doesn’t have, drink way too much and take different strangers home. This might go on for a week or two, and then her mood will drop, plummeting to a depressive slump. Jenny might not turn up for a few weeks after today’s group, and next time she might be dressed in black or navy, no make-up, hair scraped back in a severe ponytail, face pale and eyes shameful.

The other group members drift in, not all carrying the same energy as Jenny. We have a full house. I am thrilled that Stephen has returned. It’s the fourth week of eight and he’s missed two, which is the maximum I can allow in order for people to graduate from the programme. Stephen has been passed from pillar to post his entire life. Care, prison, drugs, street, hostels. The system says he’s untreatable and he feels unlovable. I tell him he is worthy of love, that we all are. If we can start to drop the shame we carry around like a sack of stones, we have an opportunity to change, to flourish. I’d watched him start to open up in the group over the first couple of weeks, and I desperately wanted him to go the distance. He takes his headphones out now and his hands don’t shake quite as much as usual. Then he allows his black hood to come down, so we can see his face. It shows his scars, internal and external.

When the group is over, I allow myself a moment of happiness before Den’s message forces its way back into my head. I didn’t think about it, or Carlo, while the group was in session. I’m pleased with myself for remaining focused. I stretch back in the battered dining chair, arms above my head in a yoga pose, taking a deep breath, allowing a ghost of a smile. Well done. Well bloody done.

 

I’d written my new group exercises with a deliberate emphasis on values and self-compassion, which makes the sessions more effective for those with anxiety, depression and stress. The changes were well received by the participants, though I had trialled the whole-group programme on myself before letting it loose on the clients, with a genuine interest in self-discovery I had completed a five-day boot camp in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy a few months before, during the Easter holidays. As a result,. I introduced the ACT Values Bullseye, which not only helps clarify what your values are, but places them on a bullseye graphic to determine how closely you’re living your life by your values and where there are areas for cultivation. I learned that work and education were my core priorities, but the areas of health and relationships were lacking direction. I questioned my relationships most of all. I’d moved from London without knowing anyone in this town. I travelled a lot for work, so couldn’t meet people that way, and my time at home was focused on the children. I felt guilty if I went out in the evenings. Life wasn’t exactly bad, but it felt like there was something missing. The connected, social part of me felt subdued. I had made notes on the edge of my bullseye.

 

Meet like-minded people!

Join a group . . . maybe?

Go to events. Politics? Get involved?

 

During the ACT course, I stayed in London with Iain, an old friend and the brother of The Artist, an ex from my 20s. We’d had one of those priceless times that you can only have with old mates, reminiscing, listening to Warren Zevon and Johnny Cash and drinking twenty-five-year-old malt whisky until three in the morning. I gave myself permission to be reckless because the kids were with their dad, and Iain’s girlfriend was back in New Zealand for a month. She didn’t approve of our late-night shenanigans, so her absence, and the whisky, had fuelled our hedonism. On the last night of the course, my final evening of freedom, Iain and I found ourselves sitting at his kitchen table. We were both tired from the week and reminiscing on the rose-tinted stamina of the old days.

‘Do you remember that Burns Night party where your leather jacket was robbed?’

‘Aye.’ Iain still looked annoyed, years later. ‘That prick Dennis. Stole my MiniDisc player as well.’

‘Well, he only meant to take the jacket. He was cold, bless him, and all upset with the world. His girlfriend had left him. He was remorseful the next day, do you remember? Shamefaced!’

‘Aye, it was Carlo who sorted it out. Where is that fat prick these days, any idea?’

It was the first time I’d heard Carlo’s name in years. His face pushed into my thoughts and I tried to shove it back out, to stay in the room.

‘Who? Carlo? Or Den?’ I wanted more than anything to stay casual.

‘Carlo. Dennis was a skinny fucker.’

‘Christ knows where Carlo is. Last I heard of him was in 2006! At Tania’s fortieth. I bumped into someone he went to football matches with. He’d heard that Carlo moved back to Italy. And he’d had an accident – fell off his Ducati . . .’

‘Serves him right. I can’t believe how he treated you.’

I glared at Iain. I didn’t want our nostalgic bubble to be pierced by bad memories. ‘So you think his behaviour worse than your brother’s? Really?’

Iain ignored this. He worshipped his older brother, The Artist. He also still felt hellishly guilty, all these years later. He had known all about the affair with the actress, but didn’t tell me, even as his brother was calling me a paranoid lunatic. At the time this wounded me, another deep, painful betrayal. Iain and I had been friends for twenty years, introduced by a teacher who recognised our talents as painters, independently of me meeting The Artist. Blood is thicker than water I suppose.

‘And what about Dennis? Do you still keep in touch with him?’

‘Den is – believe it or not – living down the road from me now, in sunny Kent of all places. With a photographer. He’s as quiet as a mouse these days. They’ve got a few rescue cats, but no kids.’

‘Aye? Sounds like the perfect life.’

Iain wasn’t remotely envious of my domestic life; kids and dogs and mess and juggling freelance work and travel. I loved the busyness of the world I’d created. Life wasn’t perfect, but in my forties I felt that I was finally finding my place in the world. It hadn’t always been that way; a twenties spent counselling had left me feeling a frequent despair, too enmeshed in the troubles of other people. But abandoning it for a career as a team manager in homelessness and drug treatment services had disconnected me from the world, and having children slightly later than planned and getting seriously ill at the age of forty had invited me to throw everything up in the air. As soon as my babies were born, I had felt claustrophobic in London, magnified by the difficulty of making ‘mum friends’. Restless as always, I’d uprooted us to France for a year, figuring it was the best use of my extended maternity leave. I was glad I had twins. It meant I could break the rules, ignore the yummy-mummy clubs and gastropub get-togethers. My family were far away in Scotland and most of my London friends didn’t have kids, or they had grown up and fled the nest. I morphed into a machine of motherhood, first breastfeeding and then making my own baby food with quinoa and mashed avocado. It was just me and the girls, me and them in the double buggy, chasing the old dog round the park when it stole baguettes from the picnickers.

The first two years parenting twins was tiring but I felt the strongest sense of purpose I had ever experienced. I returned to work full time when they were two and a half, to take on the most full-on, demanding job an exhausted mum of two toddlers could possibly consider. Everyone thought I was mad. At the job interview, a snooty man in a suit said my predecessor had fled to Afghanistan (to work for the UN) to escape the hell of managing the drug and alcohol treatment services in Woolwich.

I turned the place upside down. Broke the hierarchy. Implemented changes. I insisted on fresh flowers from the market in reception and bowls of fruit scattered around the communal areas. I insisted on art in the therapy rooms. One of my managers was belligerent; it would be a distraction, he said, from the treatment. No, I said, it would show people we care about them. I won the clients and the staff round. I almost broke my body and my spirit in the process. One day, just before Christmas 2011, I collapsed. Literally gave way – my body said no. Dealing with a more-than-full-time job, two small people and a difficult relationship took all the wind from my sails and (temporarily) all the movement from my arms and legs.

I recovered slightly, went back to work part time for a few months, determined to finish the task I’d set myself. We were almost there. The once failing service was now a go-to for new managers. A beacon of positive practice. A year before we’d had a frighteningly long waiting list for alcohol detoxes that included three people who were dead. Now we had a thriving group work programme, support for family and friends, a peer support training package and fresh flowers twice a week. I lasted until the following Christmas, 2012, then had to accept defeat. I had a yet to be diagnosed autoimmune disease and my instinct was to get out of London and head for the seaside.

It was training as a mindfulness teacher, an ACT therapist, that reconnected me to some sense of meaning. A role, and one that I understood inside and out. My life now is two girls under ten and all that entails, trips to conferences and training, and this basement room. These groups, and all that comes with them.

 

Locking up the basement of the mental health service, alarm set, lights off. Doing everything on autopilot. Outside in the stillwarm night, breathing in the salt of the sea. Looking up at the sky and black clouds were washing in from France. Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. We were due a storm, to break the stifling heat, and the tightness of the atmosphere extended to my head, jaw and neck. Memories kept pushing in; Den’s text knocking against thoughts that I’d buried long ago.

I thought of my friend Tania, who had visited a few weeks earlier. Tania had sold her flat in London and moved back to Scotland two years earlier, making the best of a relationship gone tits-up and a sharp increase in the house prices in the south-east.

She found the south-coast heat unbearable.

‘Sweating like a bastard here – how do you put up with it? You’re more Celtic than me.’

She was half Glaswegian-Irish, half Sicilian, with jet-black hair styled in a neat bob. Her skin was pale as porcelain.

‘Linen, factor fifty and a big hat, doll.’

We had a day out, drinking pints of ice-cold Spanish lager and eating tapas in a shady beer garden while the kids were at school.

Later that evening, rocking back and forth on my Bentwood chair in the attic, which doubled as spare room and my office, Tania yelped and lurched for her handbag. The rocking chair nearly tipped upright, knocking over the bottle of red wine, which I caught in slow motion.

‘While I remember, you have GOT to read this.’ She shoved a book towards me. I took it, looking at the cover. A masked face, like the Anonymous group. Undercover, by Rob Evans, who I knew was a Guardian journalist. He had been covering the so-called ‘spycops’ story, about undercover policemen who had duped female activists into relationships, posing as environmental campaigners and socialists.

I’d first read about the story in the Observer back in 2010, when an undercover policeman revealed how he infiltrated anti-racist activist groups. He recounted the bizarre double life he had led, the psychological stress it had caused and his growing worry that the work of his secret unit could threaten people’s right to legitimate protest.

One by one, the undercover spies had had their covers blown by activists. First Mark Kennedy in 2010, who infiltrated a group of environmental activists and was exposed by Lisa, his then partner, then Bob Lambert, who was accused of planting a bomb in a Debenhams store in London in 1987 to prove his commitment to animal rights. Lambert even had a child with an activist, before disappearing from their lives.

In 2014, I had watched a Channel 4 Dispatches programme that delved further into the scandal. It featured the same police whistle-blower, Peter Francis, who had by now dropped his anonymity. Three women who had been deceived into long-term relationships (Helen Steel, Jacqui and Belinda) were also interviewed.

That same year, I’d watched an interview on BBC Newsnight with a woman called ‘Alison’ who didn’t show her face on the TV. I remembered her slim hands and expensive leather belt threaded through blue jeans. She was part of a group of eight women who brought the first case against the Metropolitan Police for human rights abuses in 2011. They were still fighting their cases.

I’d found myself compulsively watching these interviews, eyes glued to the screen. Having spent my life invested in the people most impacted by injustice, I felt a deep pang for these women so mistreated by the system. They looked like my old friends, the passionate and energetic friends I’d marched with, who’d each followed different threads from that same starting point. Watching these women talk, I missed my youth. I felt deeply angry, and I couldn’t look away, burning in sympathy for these strangers and their strange, awful situation. Obviously, Tania felt the same way.

‘It’s unbelievable, what them fuckers did! They infiltrated the Socialist Party, did you know that? And the Stephen Lawrence campaign. They spied on his family and deliberately let the wee bastard fascists that killed him get away with it! That big fella, Pete Francis, it turns out he was an undercover cop . . . Did you ever meet him on demos? He was known as Pete Black, with the south-London lot, YRE. Bit mad looking, starey eyes, liked a bit of a ruck?’

I shook my head no. ‘The YRE? Who are they?’

‘The Socialists!’ Tania believes I lack a proper political education. (She’s fundamentally right).

‘I’ll have a read of it now.’

After a glass of wine, Tania began falling asleep in the chair. At this time of night, with the kids in bed, the attic became a peaceful space, wall-to-wall with dusty books and my favourite print of the UCS Glasgow shipbuilders sit-in by Ken Currie, skilfully framed by Iain, in the prime spot above my desk.

I gently nudged her shoulder, causing her to jump.

‘Time for bed,’ I whispered, guiding her up from the chair by her elbow, over to the futon in the corner, under the eaves. ‘Watch your head.’

I left clean towels for the morning on the chair beside her and crept downstairs, past the kids’ room, clutching the Undercover book and the half a bottle of Rioja that I rescued from spillage. The book was intriguing and discomforting, awakening a niggling doubt I had about the past. That episode in London that I’d tried to keep locked away for so long.

 

I read the book straight through that night. The next morning, over strong black coffee, we talked about the book in detail. It was a conversation that stretched from the political into the deeply personal, and we clasped each other’s hands as we thought about our own pasts.

Tania and I had both grown up in the west of Scotland, working-class, passionate about politics and music. We both had single mothers and Irish heritage. We were both deeply connected to our friends, loyal to the core. We’d both wanted to go to art school but didn’t quite make it. We loved Scotland but had both escaped, for different reasons. We knew many of the same people, but our paths only crossed in 2004 when Tania came to work in Camberwell, south London, for the same organisation as me, her managing mental health and me managing the substance misuse team.

Tania was instantly suspicious of there being another gobby Scottish cow in the office, but we soon bonded over a shared love of David Bowie and the Brian Jonestown Massacre. She became my gig buddy, my confidante, her house my spare-couch stopover when I couldn’t face going home.

‘A lot of good times too though. Remember the time we went to Granada and Tony fell out with us all and disappeared for two days? Turned out he’d been up in a helicopter, sightseeing over the Alhambra? We’d been worried sick.’

‘Maniac,’ we said simultaneously, laughing at the ridiculousness of it all.

‘You have to enjoy the good bits, and the memories,’ she said. ‘You’ll get eaten up with fear and rage otherwise.’

‘I won’t let them destroy me like that.’

 

Once Tania returned to Glasgow, I read Undercover again, sifting out intricate details of undercover operations. I wasn’t quite sure why; I just had an urge to understand this story. When I got the text message from Den, something clicked and my interest became personal, not just political.

Now, sitting in my kitchen, door closed, I type Den’s number into the phone.
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